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In 1971, Robert Tharsing moved to Lexington, Kentucky to work as a 
painting instructor at the University of Kentucky, a land-grant 
institution with a newly established MFA program. Fresh from a short 
stint as an instructor at Carnegie Mellon after years studying at UC 
Berkeley under talents such as David Hockney and Elmer Bischoff, 
Tharsing was familiar with but weary of the dogma surrounding 
abstract painting. As a result, he began incorporating abstract 
elements into his work that could be recognized as human forms or 
physical places; he created grid-like structures that ceased to be 
flattening, non-objective agents, and instead became references to 
windows looking out onto and sometimes into the world.  !
The winter of 2015 was particularly cold. In an optimistic act of visual 
defiance, Tharsing began painting sunlit, tropical landscapes and 
summer views of his own garden. As the snow piled up outside the 
studio doors, he busily created his own versions of paradise, dividing 
them with grids and color bars that snaked across the surface, 
breaking up the fantasy, like a glitch on a television screen. Formally, 
Tharsing is interested in layering the abstract and the 
representational, juxtaposing flat elements next to images with visual 
depth. Metaphorically, these paintings are about something else. !
Eight years earlier, in the fall of 2007, Tharsing developed bone 
cancer. The color bars that had appeared in his works for decades as 
formal structures became personal, akin to a television color test 
screen interwoven with static, a metaphor not only for the feeling of 
being scrambled, but also an acknowledgment of death. These 
paintings are immediate reminders of choices and paths, the stuff not 
of death but of life. Their resemblance to game boards is not 
coincidental. According to the artist, “the whole idea of the game 
board is like life, in segments, a path, a direction, and partitions, one 
event after another.” In his most recent body of work, Tharsing leads 
us through gardens, tropical environments, and fields of color, 
affording us a glimpse of paradise, forever interrupted, but present.  
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Workshop at Christian Berst is devoted to the exhibition of contemporary 
artists engaged with the works or ideas present in the gallery’s program, 
recent discoveries, and immersive installations.


